doi:10.3138/ctr.178.002 ctr 178 spring 2019
Grand Theft Terra Firma | FEATURES in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan; the Art Gallery of Peterborough in Peterborough, Ontario; and Two Rivers Gallery in Prince George, British Columbia. The curator of the exhibition, Laura Schneider, recently sat down with the artists to reflect on the exhibition and consider its relationship to gaming, performance, and audiences more than a year after it was first presented.
Laura:
Let's start with the title of the exhibition. Grand Theft Terra Firma is clearly a play on the video game Grand Theft Auto, which was so controversial when it was released in the 1990s. What is the connection to this game?
David:
We're not gamers. In fact, I'd never heard of Grand Theft Auto until I dropped in on a friend who was playing it. We shared a beer, and he showed me the petty criminal he was playing. Eventually he asked, "So what are you working on now?" and the title just popped out of my mouth: "Grand Theft Terra Firma." Sandra: We had been exploring the project for a few years by then. Going right back, the work really started twenty years ago in Africa, where we first learned about Indigenous peoples and colonization. We told that story in our first book. Many years later, living now in S'ólh Téméxw, we were fortunate to spend time with Stó:lō knowledge keepers. The answer to the question, Whose land is it anyway? becomes pretty obvious once you're heard the ancient stories. As white settlers now working in public galleries, we wanted to tell the story of 'settlement' from the perspective of it being a land grab-a crime. We wanted to talk about stolen land in a way that might get past the defences that so many of us bring to these discussions.
Laura:
The exhibition's relationship to gaming does not end with the title. You've used the notion of a gaming guide as an organizing principle throughout.
David: At first it was just a title. We had originally thought about tracing pieces of land in the Fraser Valley back to the first settlers who claimed them as private property. But that placed too much blame on the individuals when, in reality, it was settler society as a whole that was responsible. That doesn't let everyone off the hook, but in looking for our 'smoking gun,' we found it in the hands of the British Empire, which, by the time it reached what we now know as British Columbia, was a welloiled machine with the weight of the world behind it. So we started playing around with identifying the characters who together formed the machine. Each of the characters we chose plays an essential role in the crime syndicate if you will. 
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The game structure became an efficient way to organize complex historical information. It was also playful and unexpected. Which was good because our research had taken us right back to source material-old newspapers and land pre-emption notes-the kind of stuff that can be really dry but that, at the same time, tells a powerful story of premeditated grand theft. We decided to mimic the glossy handbooks and magazines that serve as guides to popular video games. Of course, a gallery space is not linear like reading a book, but both times we've installed the work so far, we have been intentional about the order in which visitors encounter different elements, making it a kind of walk-in guide.
In most action games
Laura: Can you share a bit about how this works in the exhibition?
What do visitors encounter when they walk into the space?
Sandra:
One of the first things you see is a set of canvas scrolls that mimic the strategy text found on the opening pages of game guides. Next, you meet the characters in the game. Eight large portraits introduce the 'avatars.' These are figures that we all know from Canadian history: the Governor, the Pioneer, the Whiskey Trader, the Priest, the Land Speculator, and so on. The specifics differ from place to place-in British Columbia we had gold miners while the prairies had buffalo huntersbut the general colonial narrative is the same.
David:
The strategy text invites you to join our gang of thieves in a "game of imperial stickup." There are ways to gain points, and ways to lose them. Initially, we saw the dangers in the game as physical threats like starvation, hordes of mosquitos, exploding steamboats. Just as an aside, there were a lot of steamboats that blew up-it was a common way for early European arrivals in British Columbia to die. But then we had a conversation with two of our advisers, Stó:lō historian Naxaxalhts'i and University of Saskatchewan history professor Keith Carlson. I should mention here that this project was guided by regular input from diverse advisers, both Grand Theft Terra Firma | FEATURES Moving Mary Jane, 2016. This image is inspired by the story told by Leq'á:mél elder Susan Lewis about how her pregnant grandmother was forced by the police and the Indian agent to leave her farm at Tlat-whaas in the 1870s.
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Indigenous and settler, whose help was invaluable. We really could not have made this project without the influence and involvement of Indigenous thinkers, leaders, and friends, including discussions with the Stó:lō Xyolhmet S'olhetawtxw Sq'éq'ip House of Respect Caretaking Committee among many others.
So, we are in this Chinese restaurant in Chilliwack with Naxaxalhts'i and Keith talking about what would have stopped the British from stealing S'ólh Téméxw. The answer was simple: empathy, kindness, respect. These would have prevented the gang from seeing the Stó:lō as 'other' than themselves.
Sandra:
The deeper we got into it, the more we saw how fundamental racism was to colonization. We worked with a designer friend to make power bars to show prejudice and empathy levels. The strategy text that we wrote says, "The ticket to your success is the prejudice that keeps you blind to the injustice of your crime." We decided that if a player reached full empathy, they must get back on the boat and go home.
David: There are two other elements that come from game guides. One is power objects that you must find, things like a shotgun, surveyor's chain, Bible, plow, banknote, handcuffs. And the other is screenshots taken from imagined moments of gameplay, which are based on consequential and factual events that actually occurred. They include graphic elements like those found in games: your power levels, a location map, strategy tips.
Laura: Let's talk about the screenshots. I see two distinct threads that run through this particular series that link it to broader discussions about photography, performance, and memory. On one hand, the screenshots have a relationship to the highly composed works of the photo-conceptualists of the Vancouver School. On the other hand, these photographs also recall a range of scholarship that examines the contemporary use of historical photography as a tool of negotiation to interpret or reinterpret the past. There's a lot going on here.
David:
The creation of these shots was a local affair influenced as much by do-it-yourself aesthetics as by the Vancouver School. The settler actors who play the gang of thieves were not actors at all but rather drawn from our friends and neighbours with the exception of two acting students from the University of the Fraser Valley. The Stó:lō who appear in the screenshots are also friends, or the relatives of friends, who agreed to participate. We went through the same process with all of our actors, telling them about the project and our intention to re-perform local history through this provocative lens. We outlined the roles we wanted them to play and talked about how they would look. Settlers wore period costumes that we had sourced. Stó:lō mostly wore their own clothes, a choice made through discussions with various advisers in order to underline that this history is still lived reality for Indigenous people.
We made the images in our home studio. Sometimes we shared a meal. Getting the shot right usually took a number of tries. After each round of shooting, we would all look at the best shots and discuss what to try next. We carried on like this until everyone felt that we had it right. We provided small honoraria to acknowledge the time and contribution of each actor. For sure, there is a relationship to the photo-conceptualists, but I think that our process really emphasized collaboration over singular artistic direction.
Sandra:
These shots are all linked to actual history. They are not comfortable photographs because they restage history with the intention of revealing the brutal mechanics of colonization. 
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This is where you really see the skewed morality of the game in action. One screenshot shows the Governor sitting in the outhouse powering up his prejudice by reading a copy of the local British Colonist newspaper from 1859. The quote across the screenshot is pulled from a discussion held in the House of Assembly several days earlier. It reads, "The Indians remaining in our midst are a disgrace to the government. They are a perfect nuisance, and the only course is to remove them." In more typical tellings of our shared history, old photographs have been used to support a pretty benign telling of the colonial narrative. We wanted to use similar visual language but do the opposite.
Laura: You spent a significant amount of time researching local history and connecting it to colonialism more globally. Can you talk about the nature of this research, particularly how it informed the text in the exhibition? Sandra: Our art-making is always grounded in research. This time, it was David who read most of the books. He also searched local museum collections and archives for power objects. I spent time with online reproductions of the British Colonist newspaper from the 1860s, and with government dispatches going back and forth between British Columbia and London. Letters inspired by those dispatches made their way into the exhibition on the desk of the Colonial Secretary-the shadowy figure we called the Mastermind.
We pulled a bunch of pieces out of the historical record. For example, the words of the auctioneer in the screenshot Great Land Sale come from an excellent history of the nearby city of Mission, British Columbia by author Andreas Schroeder: "Gentlemen, whoever said that money couldn't buy happiness just didn't know what to buy! You can't depend on your eyes if your imagination is out of focus!" (13).
Or the line from the famous play Metamora, which was written in 1829 and performed regularly for decades: "Thou art a white man and thy veins hold the blood of a robber" (33).
David:
The text needed to mimic the game guide format was small but had to carry a lot of weight. We used the short bios that accompany each of our characters to sketch in the larger context of the British Empire. So our Whiskey Trader is a sailor who has come to the northwest by way of the South China Sea, where he dabbled in opium. Our Governor is an amalgam of the generally upper-crust Brits who ran the outposts of the empire, seeking the adventure of the exotic while at the same time lamenting the lack of sophistication among the locals.
Sandra: It's the same with the power objects. They tell the whole story of colonization in a couple of sentences. The Union Jack is "your gang colors." The gin bottle "weakens opposition as your crew moves in and sets up shop." The Doctrine of Discovery "makes you think your land grab has the green light from God." The Surveyor's Chain "turns forests into real estate." The Plow "puts down roots." The banknote "manages the proceeds of the crime." And the Bible "soothes your conscience while shoring up your sense of superiority." These texts are really short but took a long time to draft.
Laura:
The presentation of Grand Theft at The Reach had a more explicit connection to performance as well. You worked with the theatre department at the University of the Fraser Valley (UFV), who put together a devised-theatre performance that took place directly in the exhibition. How did this work?
David:
We partnered with UFV early in the project, accessing some of their costumes and working with a few of their acting Grand Theft Terra Firma | FEATURES students. That opened the conversation, and we were intrigued by the possibility for this community to further explore the themes raised in the exhibition through performance. Our role was limited to connecting with the student director, Phay Gagnon, and the faculty supervisor, Raina Von Waldenburg, and sharing some springboard discussions with them. Beyond that, they recruited a diverse group of students and community members, and created a powerful series of vignettes that spoke to the ways that impacts of colonization continue today. A number of the performers had Indigenous ancestry and told personal stories that underscored the legacy of violence depicted in the exhibition. The performance ran for a week with strong attendance. Cultural support workers were available, and the intimacy of the gallery seemed to make the performances feel like a cathartic exercise for the Indigenous and settler audience members alike.
It's easy, through the gallery gaze or through the lens of history, to distance ourselves from the legacy of colonization or fail to identify how we continue to reproduce the power imbalance in our social structures today.
Laura: Presenting this exhibition at The Reach, in S'ólh Téméxw, with an audience that included many of your collaborators, is very different from presenting it in Mi'kma'ki (Nova Scotia) or the traditional territory of the Mississauga Anishinaabeg (Peterborough).
Sandra: Yes-we are very conscious of this. In Mi'kma'ki this past spring, we took the opportunity to learn more about the narratives of the east coast: the Indigenous peoples, the colonial period, and the present day. Our motivation in making the work was to create a bridge that other settlers can use to cross over to greater understandings of why reconciliation is needed. The east and west coast were settled 300 years apart, and the details are very different. So it was validating to hear gallery-goers in Halifax attest to the relevance of Grand Theft in Mi'kma'ki. We will do similar work to prepare to share the show in other traditional territories.
Sandra: Before we close, let's turn the mic around for a moment. Laura, you've seen the work in two different gallery spaces now, and observed how the exhibition implicates visitors in a number of ways that have an interesting relationship to performance. Can you comment on this?
Laura: I guess I would say that there is an element of performance in every visit to an art gallery. I think that we approach our role as visitors to art galleries in self-conscious ways that makes us very aware of the act of looking. This translates to a kind of passive or distanced gaze. I think Grand Theft is interesting because it begins with a call to action: It literally invites visitors to imagine themselves participating in the game. The installation elements also really contribute to this sense of immediacy, especially the outhouse and the photo studio. They make the gallery feel a bit like a stage where we're suddenly implicated in this whole thing in an embodied, physical way. I've watched so many visitors go and sit in the outhouse or take selfies in front of the recreated backdrop. These props are prominently featured in the artworks in the exhibition, specifically the screenshots and the portraits. So, by engaging with them, visitors suddenly, and I'm assuming unwittingly, find themselves playing their part in this horrible game. But that's exactly the point, I think. It's easy, through the gallery gaze or through the lens of history, to distance ourselves from the legacy of colonization or fail to identify how we continue to reproduce the power imbalance in our social structures today. I think that the penny drops for most folks who spend time with the exhibition, and I think that this can be a really profound moment for them. 
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